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The Enlightenment: Using Reason to Analyze, Critic, and Instruct
During the Enlightenment, literature was used to question why things are the way they are, critic the way things are, and provide instruction as to how things should be in the future. Alexander Pope and Moliere use satire and verse to analyze, critic, and instruct their audience in the ways of Enlightenment thought. Alexander Pope's “An Essay on Man” and Moliere’s “Tartuffe” illustrate the ideals of the Enlightenment through use of rational thought to reform behavior and advance knowledge, revelation of the inherent organization of society as paralleled by nature, and rational scrutiny and inquiry of religious ideas. 

 As the Age of Enlightenment began to emerge in Europe, questioning minds began seeking a way to combat ignorance, superstition, and tyranny. Reason was believed to be the path to truth that would shed light on the obscurity and darkness of European thought. In Moliere’s “Tartuffe”, we see a satiric illustration of this Enlightenment ideal as reason and rational thought are employed to uncover untruths, rectify injustices, and cultivate knowledge among the characters. “Tartuffe” tells the story of Orgon, a father and husband who is blind to the hypocrisy of his fellow man, Tartuffe. As the story develops, Orgon is urged by his family and friends, who stand as voices of reason, to see Tartuffe as he truly is. 
When Orgon is speaking with Cléante about Tartuffe’s behavior at church, he describes arrogance and yet still calls it humbleness. “He used to come into our church each day/And humbly kneel nearby, and start to pray/…/He’d sigh and weep, and sometimes with a sound/Of rapture he would bend and kiss the ground” (1. 5. 25-26, 29-30). Cléante immediately calls out Tartuffe’s behavior as insincere and unsuccessfully tries to use reason to enlighten Orgon. “Those whose hearts are truly pure and lowly/Don’t make a flashy show of being holy” (1. 5. 71-72). Orgon is so completely deceived that he goes on to promise his daughter to be Tartuffe’s wife.
 Even the maid Dorine attempts to sway him toward the truth. As Orgon boasts of Tartuffe’s poverty and reverence, Dorine cites Tartuffe’s contradictory actions. “Such pride goes very ill with piety/ A man whose spirit spurns this dungy earth/Ought not to brag of lands and noble birth” (2. 2. 41-43). Even after hearing that Tartuffe seeks to have a secret affair with his wife, Orgon continues to reject reason and even disinherits his son for speaking the truth, naming Tartuffe instead. It isn’t until he hears for himself, that he believes and it is then too late. His refusal to be rational nearly costs him everything. It is only the King’s use of reason that sets things right in the end. “His sovereign reason is not lightly swayed/…/’Twas hardly likely that this man could cozen/A Kind who’s foiled such liars by the dozen” (5. 7. 51, 57-58). 
Society and its hierarchical structures are extremely important during the Enlightenment (Norton, 92). There is a strong focus that everyone has a place, belongs only in his or her place, and, for the good of society as a whole, should not try to seek a different place but strive to be the best in his or her own place. Alexander Pope’s “An Essay on Man” embodies this thought in the way it describes the Great Chain of Being. “Man’s as perfect as he ought/His knowledge measured to his state and place” (70-71). Pope believes that man is perfectly suited to his current place and rank, with some beings above and below him and should not seek to be any greater than that. “Respecting man, whatever wrong we call/May, must be right, as relative to all” (52). Pope states that in the big picture, everyone must be in their place for things to function correctly. “If each system in gradation roll/Alike essential to th’ amazing whole/The least confusion but in one, not all/That system only, but the whole must fall” (247-250). These lines are strikingly close to the Enlightenment idea that society would cease to function if everyone did not stay in their given place.

The Enlightenment is a time that sparked inquiry in the minds of people. With reason as a guide, many people sought to make sense of the things that were not fully understood. Religion was an area of much focus for those seeking answers and was under much scrutiny as the idea of a deity can often be in opposition to rational thinking. Alexander Pope’s “An Essay on Man,” illustrates this Enlightenment idea of religious inquiry and scrutiny as he attempts to “vindicate the ways of God to man” (16). Pope begins by stating that there is a lot that we do not know and cannot know. “What can we reason but from what we know” (18). He then goes on to question why we are limited beings and why we do not know our fate. Pope attempts to use reason to answer these ponderings that baffle many others.  
Enlightenment thinkers, struggling with the inconsistencies between reason and religion, declared themselves to be Deist. They believed in a depersonalized deity that did not interfere with the world, but only created a rational world and set it in motion. (Norton, 92). Pope concludes with a message quite similar to this thought. “One truth is clear, Whatever is, is right” (294). He ultimately says that with so many unknowns, perhaps the only rational conclusion is to trust that the things are inherently rational and therefore, we are simply not meant to know everything.  

The Enlightenment taught people to seek the truth and let it guide your actions. People were urged to take a second look at things and use rational thought to make decisions. The Enlightenment praised the reasonable, questioning mind but also highly valued tradition and constancy. They used the permanence of rational behavior to support the thought that everyone belonged in their natural place and taught people to refrain from challenging that place. Pope’s “An Essay on Man” and Moliere’s “Tartuffe” are excellent examples of Enlightenment thought and illustrations of how society sought to be enlightenment and seek truth but refrained from questioning the structure of that very society. 
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